Dysphagia and soft-tissue swelling after anterior cervical surgery: a radiographic analysis.
Dysphagia is common in the early postoperative period after anterior cervical discectomy and fusion (ACDF). Several mechanisms, including soft-tissue swelling, have been implicated as a cause of postoperative dysphagia. To determine whether anterior soft-tissue swelling is greater in patients with postoperative dysphagia. Prospective cohort study. Forty-three patients. Validated dysphagia questionnaire, lateral cervical spine radiographs. Patients undergoing one- or two-level ACDF using allograft bone and anterior instrumentation were enrolled. Baseline patient demographic characteristics and history were recorded. A dysphagia questionnaire, including a dysphagia numeric rating scale (DNRS; range, 0-10), was administered preoperatively and 2 and 6 weeks postoperatively. Lateral cervical radiographs were obtained preoperatively and 2 and 6 weeks postoperatively. The anterior cervical soft-tissue shadow width was measured at each level. Patients were divided into groups based on the 2-week dysphagia questionnaire: Group 1 (no symptoms/mild dysphagia) and Group 2 (moderate/severe dysphagia). Anterior soft-tissue shadow width at each level was compared between groups. Correlation was used to assess the relationship between DNRS and anterior soft-tissue swelling. Forty-three patients (24 females; average age, 47.9) were enrolled. Fifteen patients had one-level and 28 patients had two-level ACDF. The anterior soft-tissue shadow width increased significantly from preoperative values at all levels except C1 at 2 and 6 weeks and C2 at 6 weeks. At 2 weeks, 18 patients had no symptoms/mild dysphagia (Group 1) and 25 patients had moderate/severe dysphagia (Group 2). The average DNRS was 1.1 for Group 1 and 5.3 for Group 2 (p<.001). This difference decreased by 6 weeks but remained significant. There were no significant differences in the soft-tissue measurements between groups at any level. There was no significant correlation between the DNRS and anterior soft-tissue swelling at any time point. There is a significant increase in anterior cervical soft-tissue swelling after ACDF. The width of prevertebral soft-tissue does not correlate with postoperative dysphagia.